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A number of years ago in the process of
writing my dissertation at Fuller Seminary, I
struggled with the problem of the Church within
it’s cultural context.1 My immediate concern
then was the issue of the nature and character
of the “Church” in Northeast Thailand, at that
time within a synthesizing Buddhist/Marxist
contextual situation.
From some professors I learned that culture
was important, and that relevant indigenous
cultural forms needed to be applied as legitimate
expressions of the inner faith of Christians
within their cultural framework. At the same
time I learned from other teachers that the
church is often “too indigenous,” Nazi Germany
and the struggle of the “German Christians”
being cited as one example of “cultural Chris-
tianity” that should be avoided at all costs.
I learned a lot from these men. They forced
me to think both culturally and theologically. It
is this struggle that brings me to this article.
My interest in the Church has not diminished.
Indeed, it has grown! Ten years in Thailand,
four years in the Philippines and six years in
Japan have provided me a variety of cultural
examples of the Church within a variety of
Asian contexts.
In Thailand the struggle has been between
indigenous Theravadic-Buddhism, modernity
and a “western” form of the church.2 There, to
become a Christian is to become a luuk farang.3
My research there lead me to the conclusion
that one of the greatest inhibitors to Christianity
is the extreme westernity of the Church.4
In the Philippines I observed that the Church,
though not westernized in the same sense as
Thailand, was shaped by 300 years of Spanish
Roman Catholic Christianity and then by Ameri-
can Protestant Christianity. These conflicting
and sometimes antagonistic forces, whatever
good may have been accomplished in economic
terms (infrastructures, etc.), produced a
dependent Church, both on the Roman Catholic
and the Protestant sides, without any strong
Filipino identity.5
In contrast to these cultural expressions it
seems to me that the Church in Japan is too
indigenous. Often the Church in Japan is described
as “western” or “American.” While the outer
form may appear “western or “American,” I
will maintain in this article that its inner essence
is essentially traditional Japanese. One pastor
put it this way; “the church is the company
(kaisha); i.e. the pastor is the boss, the people
are its employees.” The analogy used here is
not my own and is certainly indigenous, relevant
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to the cultural soil and therein it is suggested
by some missionaries to be the “secret” to
breaking the 1% barrier of numbers of Christians
in Japan.
As relevant as the model may be to Japanese
culture, I will maintain in this article that such
an analogy, while it is culturally relevant, exceeds
biblical boundaries. Clearly a more biblical model
is needed in all three examples I have cited.
By contrast I will maintain that the church
in any given cultural context should be dynam-
ically equivalent to Biblical models, not cultural
ones. This will require that the biblical content
take priority over cultural forms or structures.
With regard to form and structure I will
maintain that these represent aspects of the
contextual frame of reference within which the
Biblical models operate and should not in any
way determine the nature and character of the
local church.6 Indeed, the opposite should be
true. The nature and character of the church
should be constant, guided by scripture, while
form and structure are dynamic and changing,
using cultural forms where they can be found
or constructed.
Given this approach it is appropriate that I
begin with one of the most significant biblical
passages concerning the Church.
“And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this
rock I will build my church, and the gates of
Hades will not overcome it.”
Matthew 16: 18 NIV
Centrality of Church to Jesus’ Mission
My purpose in citing this passage is not to
engage the familiar debate concerning Jesus as
the “rock” or Peter as a piece of the “rock.” As
a Protestant I accept the reference to Christ.7
My purpose here is to focus attention upon
that which is built upon the rock.
To illustrate, would it not be strange to praise
the foundations of St. Peter’s Cathedral as the
most significant thing about it? This is not to
minimize the importance of the foundations
but to show their proper function.
Though this is a bit strained I think it is to
some extent what Jesus had in mind. The rock
is essential, fundamental, foundational to that
which he would leave behind; i. e. the Church,
both the edifice and the foundations!
Regardless how the text is interpreted one
cannot escape the centrality of the Church to
Jesus’ mission. It is this greater significance,
not its formal structure, that I emphasize here.8
Development & Structuring of the Church
Is it not interesting that Jesus gave such
limited description about form and function to
that which was so vital, so central to his ministry?
There seems to have been no self-conscious
effort on Jesus part to form a church structure.
Rather, the form and structure of the church
seem to have developed quite naturally as the
early Christians interacted with cultural forces
surrounding the formation of the “ekklesia,”
those “people of God” who were being “called
out of the world” into fellowship with God
through Christ.9
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Apparently these early Christians worshipped
in synagogues. They survived under Roman
rule only because their worship practices
appeared to be a form of a Jewish sect. One
might raise the question, why then did the
early church not become a Jewish sect? How
did it develop differently from the existing
synagogue structure?
One could argue that it did. Evidences of the
synagogue pattern can be seen in most all forms
of Christian worship: the reading of Scripture
(Torah), prayer, sermon (homily), benevolent
offering for the poor, etc.
On the other hand noticeable differences
distinguished Jewish worship from the early
Christian communities. There is no question
that these differences issued in formal or struc-
tural formation of early Christian worship
practices.10 These include a common body of
literature, Scripture (Pentateuch, Prophets,
Wisdom) and commentary (Midrash & Talmud)
and a common religious heritage (Abraham
through the prophets). The early Christian
Church developed formally and structurally in
ways quite distinct from the surrounding
cultural forces.11
Defining the Church
Moving from this historical sketch to the more
immediate concern of identifying the nature and
character of the Church in contemporary terms,
I will define the term “Church,” in a broad way
as “the people of God,” a collective body of
believers who have responded to the claims of
Christ and who accept his rule over their lives.12
The “people of God” sited from a New Tes-
tament source (Matthew 16: 18) does not imply
that a people of God did not exist prior to the
New Testament period. I acknowledge the
historical continuity of the Old Testament
people of God with the New Testament people
of God.13
But, to return to Jesus’ words, “I will build
my Church,” it is important to note some
important developments about the beginnings
of the Church that reflect its essential nature
and character and lend more substance to my
definition. These developments preceded Jesus’
instructions in the Sermon on the Mount
(Matthew 5–7) and his Kingdom teaching which
helped prepare his followers for Pentecost.
One of the first of these developments was
the regular meeting together of the disciple
band and other followers of Christ after Jesus’
ascension. Jesus instructed his disciples and
others to meet together after his departure
(Acts 1: 4), which they did (Acts 1: 14, 15).
After having been filled with the Holy Spirit
they went out “declaring the wonders of God”
speaking the languages of various ethnic groups
visiting Jerusalem (Acts 2: 9–11). Many people
responded and were baptized (Acts 2: 28–42).
The “upper room” event has been described
as miraculous because people spoke languages
not previously known or studied and because
so many people believed and were added to the
“church.” I would add that it was equally mirac-
ulous that people of such cultural diversity
responded to the message being spoken in the
market (Acts 2: 9–11).
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The collective sharing and structured fellow-
ship that followed was crucial to the early
development of the Christian movement. Converts
were incorporated into groups or “fellowships.”
Theirs was not some variation of the numerous
secret religious societies of the Roman period
or even of the synagogue. The Christian move-
ment of the first century was peculiar in that
its spiritual head, Jesus Christ, and its forms of
fellowship reflected an inner belief in a structure
that in time became known as the Church.
I turn now to a discussion concerning the
inner nature and character of the Church.
What, in essence, was it?
Nature & Character of the Church
One of the distinctive features of the early
Church was its conception of itself as a
“communion” (koinonia) of the Holy Spirit (II
Cor. 13: 14). The participating Christians in
these groups possessed what Latourette calls
an “inclusive faith” that held an open invitation
to all people to join their fellowship regardless
of age, sex or cultural background.14 This “inclu-
siveness” found greater expression as the
Church expanded its geographical and cultural
borders beyond the Mediterranean region.15
During the period of the Apostolic Fathers
this emphasis was joined by other features that
grew out of the corporate life of the believers
and the study of the Scriptures, bringing to light
certain outward manifestations of the inner
essence or nature of the Church. These other
features included holiness, love, obedience to
Christ, Christian unity, proclamation, etc.. In
time, these features shaped and formed an
ecclesiology that recognized four distinct
attributes: (1) unity, (2) universality, (3) holiness
and (4) apostolicity.16
It has been asserted that these attributes
represented the essential “nature” of the Church
and that by their presence (or absence) one
could discern the “true Church.” The Reformers
were not satisfied with this. They believed that
the true nature of the Church could not be
known apart from a “living relationship with
Christ.” Berkhof notes that “the Reformation
discovered…that a church may not outwardly
conform to these marks without having a vital
relationship to Jesus Christ.”17
After the Reformation two new emphases
were added: (1) the “pure” preaching of the
Word (referring both to the Scriptures and to
Christ) and (2) the “right” administration of the
sacraments. Desirous of finding a way of testing
the authenticity of the Church the Reformers
changed the terminology and began to speak
of the “true marks” of the Church.
To summarize, the Reformers raised an
important awareness in the sixteenth century
that the Head of the Church, Jesus Christ, is the
only criterion whereby one can ascertain the
“true” inner essence or nature of the Church.
Unfortunately, the “new marks” of the Church
became the defining means whereby the old
attributes of unity and catholicity, though not
set aside in theory, were damaged in practice.
It follows from this historical sketch that any
objective “true”mark” or “attribute” of the inner
nature of the Church is bound to a time/context
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limitation and that limitation must be central
to any discussion about the nature of the Church.
This is not to say that the context determines
the essence or the nature of the Church. Indeed,
the case in point indicates that this is precisely
the problem in Asia. Instead, I affirm the dynamic
application of the Scriptures to changing cultural
situations and the rejection of any static cultural
view of the Church. If, as Piet observed, “Refor-
mation thinking” is applied rigidly in any
cultural context, Western or Asian, it “stands
in danger of having a stationary or static view
of the church.” He said, “The Church must look
to God and to the world and find its reason for
being as God’s people in god’s world.”18
This static view Piet speaks of has been
with the Church in various cultural contexts to
the present time. Van Engen has helped bring
the issue into sharper focus.19 He cites Moltmann’s
view that a tension must be maintained relative
to the form (institutional structure) of the Church
and its essence (nature). Moltmann observed
that one of the key factors that inhibits a proper
understanding of the Church is a limited per-
spective of it in the midst of historical change.20
In other words, how can the true Church be
identified when dynamic cultural and historical
forces press her to adapt or change or abandon
her traditional forms? What are we to do when
the Church fails to reflect its essence? He answers
that “form and essence are indispensable to each
other, and must be kept together in tension, in
hope, and in the power of the Spirit.”21
Both Moltmann and Van Engen are helpful
because together they form a perspective that
identifies the nature of the Church not by any
static list of attributes alone, but that acknowl-
edges the influence of dynamic historical change
and allows for a tension between the form of
the Church and its inner nature or essence.
Going a step further the nature of the Church,
though identified empirically through sociology
or anthropology, possesses a dimension that
cannot be touched using these research tools. I
find in Dietrich Bonhoeffer another dimension,
another tool so to speak, by means of which
the Church is truly itself in the sense Jesus
intended it by his words, “Upon this rock I will
build my Church.”
It is possible to discern certain communal
intentions from a study of the actual contents
of Christian faith, as these are found in
empirical groupings. But in this way we
cannot reach the concept of the Church. The
Christian concept of the Church is reached
only by way of the concept of revelation.22
I am not here affirming or disaffirming Bon-
hoeffer’s concept of revelation. That is another
concern. What I do affirm in Bonhoeffer here is
a concept about human community brought
together under the Lordship of Jesus Christ,
something Bonhoeffer understood very well.
Both Bonhoeffer and Moltmann bring light
to bear upon the nature of the Church within a
cultural context. Moltmann provides an appre-
ciation of the form/context influence while
Bonhoeffer helps us to see that the nature of
the Church is much more than her cultural
forms. This combination is vital for without it
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we might be inclined to discard the Church/church
because of unfaithfulness to her true biblical
nature. Or, on the other hand, we might simply
shape the Church/church following cultural
trends, forms or values, making it into a kind
of socio-religious club.
How, for example, are people to think about
the Church when she claims to be loving and kind
in essence, but by her practice of exclusivism
makes love in the Biblical sense incomprehensible
to Japanese culture? Or again, how are people
to identify with the Church if, in its actual
outworking, loyalty to the social organization
(denomination) is more important than loyalty
to the claims of Jesus Christ ? Or again, how
can people come to faith and be part of the
Church if in so doing they only become part of
a foreign community?
Could it be that, in this sense, that the biggest
problem to the growth of the Church in Japan
and Thailand may well be the “churches” in
Japan and Thailand, which by their form and
structure seriously contradict the biblical
nature and character of the Church?
Some Fundamental Conclusions
First, the Church cannot be built only
upon abstract ideas about its nature or its
outward forms.
Second, change and adaptation in forms of
the Church can no more be resisted in contem-
porary expressions today than in its early
historical development. The Church in any
context will take on an institutional form, but
hopefully one that will express its essential
Biblical nature in dynamic interaction with its
cultural context.
Third, the Church always stands as a mediator
between God and man. DeRidder speaks of the
Church as “outward directed” and points to the
Church’s true nature when she is involved in
her mission to the world.23
Fourth, something more is needed to discern
the true Church. The nature of the Church is not
simply a “mark” or an “attribute” but a pointer
toward a greater reality beyond itself. There is
more to the Church than the cultural form that
catches the eye. Indeed, conversely, if the Church
is only that which meets the eye and it is not
characterized by the mystery of a transcendent
God that Himself evades being encapsulated
by any one culture, then it is something other
than the Church of Jesus Christ.
Biblical Essentials for the Church
I now turn to three biblical models that
reflect the true nature of the Church in its
culture. In these, a reflection of the Reality
beyond mentioned above is seen. In them I
seek to remain faithful to the two principles of
flexibility in form and faithfulness to the
Biblical nature of the Church. The precise
cultural form(s) will vary from culture to
culture, but should be embodied in every
church in every culture.
The first of these is the Church as fellow-
shipping community. Several Greek words
communicate this idea. One term is κοινονια,
a word that suggests partnership in the sense
of unselfish contributory help (Acts 2: 42,
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Romans 15: 26, II Cor. 8: 4), sharing (Phil. 3: 10),
fellowship or friendship that is spiritual in
nature (I Cor. 1: 9, 10: 16). Within the Christian
community this was the most meaningful
social structure of the first century.24
Fellowship (κοινονια) was more than “pot-
luck” social events, though it did include love
(αγαπε) feasts. It was an inclusive sociocultural
unity – a gathering.
The second of these models is the Church as
a witnessing community. The term κερψγµα is
often translated as “proclamation” and best
describes this model. It refers generally to the
communication of the gospel (I Cor. 15: 3–4).
Other terms also describe this feature: διδαχη
(teaching) κερυσσο (preach as a herald),
κατανγελλο (declare), πλεροπηορεο (fully
proclaim) and ευανγελιζο (tell the good news).
That several terms are used to indicate
communication forms is significant. First, the
variety of forms suggests the importance
placed upon witnessing to others on the part of
the early Church. Second, no one form seems to
be preferred qualitatively superior or inferior,
except insofar as the efficacy of the form for
the context.
The third of these models is the Church as a
mediating community. To be specific, the
Church’s identification with the world is in a
servant capacity much as Jesus was in his
incarnation ministry. Bonhoeffer expressed it
well when he said, “the Church is her true self
only when she exists for humanity.”25 Van
Engen speaks of the Church as being “for the
world,”26 while Karl Barth wrote about the
“Community for the World.”27
This means that the unbelieving world,
though sensing the essential distinctiveness of
the Church, understands that is for the world,
not against it. This is to say that Christians
seek the welfare — the well-being — of the
world and that Christian efforts are to improve
conditions in the world and not simply protecting
its own ecclesiastical turf.
To speak of Christian identification in the
world in the sense of physical and spiritual
betterment includes conditions of unjust
political structures and human poverty. The
role of the Christian cannot be passed off as
only “evangelistic” or “church planting,” though
the evangelistic mandate should occupy the
major efforts of Christian witness.
These three Biblical essentials are not the
only three that should characterize the Church
in its cultural context, though without these
three the Church ceases to be the Church.
I turn now to the implementation of these to
the issue at hand. What does all of this mean
to the Japanese Church situation?
Missiological Implications for Japan
First, the Church’s witness in Japan must be
characterized by an approach that is both
mediational and personalistic. Such an approach
is informed by Jesus’ incarnation example and
by his teachings. God in Christ took seriously
the human condition, and the human frame of
reference. He used human language and cultural
symbols well understood by those to whom he
ministered love and redemption.
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For example, Jesus wept near the cave where
Lazarus was buried. People observed this human
reaction and understood by the tears that Jesus
loved Lazarus and his family (John 11: 35, 36).
On another occasion Jesus expressed anger
and frustration at the obstinacy and dishonesty
of the Jewish religious leaders. He called them
“hypocrites” (Matthew 23: 13), “blind guides”
(23: 24), and “white washed tombs” (23: 27. He
condemned their foreign missionary work as a
program that made their converts “twice as
much a son of hell” as the religious leaders
themselves were (23: 15). Moreover Jesus did
not stop at strong words but expressed his
indignation at their willful religious blindness
when he cleansed the temple in Jerusalem
(Matthew 21: 12, 13).
These experiences indicate that Jesus identi-
fied closely with the people. He knew what made
them frustrated, angry and indignant. He com-
municated in terms and forms familiar to the
people: Aramaic language, familiar literary and
historical allusions, Semitic conceptualization
patterns, social interaction patterns and so on.
One of the most significant things to be said of
Jesus’ incarnation ministry is that he lived
among people in such a way that they under-
stood him to be a fellow human fully aware of
their problems, sorrows and frustrations.
Second, the Church’s witness in Japan must
be characterized by empathy. I have noted above
that Jesus expressed deep feelings for people.
He spoke with people rather than down to them.
His lifestyle was one of living among them. He
ate and slept with his disciples or stayed in the
homes of those people who invited him to be
their guest. He owned no home of his own
(Luke 9: 58). His classroom was Palestine and
as he walked along garden paths, through fields
and along the seashore he taught “those who
have ears to hear” in their own familiar settings.28
One of the great illustrations of Jesus’ empa-
thetic ministry is the woman caught in an
adulterous act and brought to the temple
where Jesus was teaching (John 8: 1–11). The
purpose of bringing her there was not to help
her but to discredit Jesus at her expense. It was
a difficult situation! They had the Law of
Moses on their side, though there is no indication
in the record that they were concerned at all
about the law, or the woman. Jesus response
was both sensitive and theologically correct.
Third, the Church’s witness in Japan should
be “discovery” oriented as well as didactic. Jesus
disciples complained from time to time that he
did not speak “plainly” to them but instead
told stories (parables) (John 16: 17–20). He taught
in this way, not to frustrate them, but to cause
them to think, to discover truth for themselves,
to inspire a spirit of exploration in their hearts
for truth.
Jesus’ approach was not entirely unique.
Socratic pedagogy was used extensively in
first century educational strategies and was
characterized by a dialectical and dialogical
approach to epistemology. Jesus’ approach
differed from the Greek dialectic in that he
proclaimed himself to be the “the way” and
that he alone could lead people to the Father
(John 14: 6). Hence his teaching was not simply
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to inform but to provoke decision and, hopefully,
to bring about commitment. He did not hesitate
to confront people when confrontation was
necessary for repentance and conversion.
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